Methadone is safe for treating hospitalized patients with severe pain.
Methadone is still regarded as a second line opioid for patients suffering from severe pain, and is rarely used in hospitalized patients. The infrequent use of methadone is probably due to its long plasma half-life that could lead to accumulation and toxicity. In the present study we report that clinically effective analgesic doses of methadone, given either epidurally or orally, can be used safely for prolonged treatment in hospitalized patients. Over a five-year period we administered methadone at Hadassah Hospital in Jerusalem to 3,954 in-patients with severe pain, 12% of whom were younger than 17 yr. Satisfactory pain relief was recorded in more than 85% of the patients. None of the patients treated with oral methadone developed serious side effects. Three patients, treated with epidural methadone (0.09%), developed a clinically significant respiratory depression. In all three cases, epidural pump failure or pump misprogramming resulted in methadone overdose. None of the children or adults treated with methadone developed addiction during hospitalization. Based on its analgesic properties and marked safety profile, we suggest that methadone could be added to the analgesic armamentarium of in-hospital health-care providers. Moreover, methadone could serve as the opioid of first choice in some in-patient populations.